apart under the pressure of the colonial encounter, it is according to fault lines already present. Derek Wright finds that Okonkwo serves to expose Umuofia=s >real failure to provide for humane and compassionate feelings= (79), and Simon Gikandi believes that the character shows the >Achilles heel= of Igbo society, which is >its blindness [to] , or refusal to contemplate, its own ethnocentrism= (38). Achebe himself will sometimes speak of >the weakness of this particular society= being >a lack of adaptation= (Nkosi and Soyinka, 11) , even though such a reading contradicts his sense of the flexibility and tolerance built into Igbo culture.
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Other critics attribute Okonkwo=s fall to his difference from his society and especially his inability to appreciate its core values of balance and pragmatism. Okonkwo=s compensatory hypermasculinity contravenes the Igbo ideal, which, the novel makes clear, holds in equilibrium the qualities characterized as masculine and feminine. Wright says, >Far from embodying or personifying the communal ethos, Okonkwo repeatedly violates both it and the organic balance of human life, nature, and the clan gods which it sustains= (78). Achebe himself has said, >Okonkwo is cut off from reality, and becomes a victim of illusion, of a false perception of himself. Hence his self-governing chi cannot hold him together, he falls apart; so does his outer world, which suffers an ecological, historical and existential breakdown and displacement= (Raghavacharyulu et al, 89) . According to this reading, the shape that change took when things fell apart can be understood by Igbo logic: Okonkwo=s ignominious suicide is the price of challenging his personal god or chi. His tragedy therefore affirms the validity of Umuofia=s own perspective: had he been governed by his chi, none of this would have happened. Such a reading, however, prompts the question: why give the central role in Umuofia=s story to the man who is least representative? Achebe often contrasts the Igbo view of the world, which >lays a great deal of emphasis on differences, on dualities, on otherness,= and on >the complexity of the world,= with the Western view of the world, which is >fanatically singleminded in its own self-centredness= (Ogbaa, >Interview, = 65) . If we accept this understanding, Okonkwo, the uncompromising upholder of clan honour, is actually closer to the values of Western culture than to his fellow Igbos! This is, in effect, what Ogede and Reiss are saying pattern of generational leapfrogging that links the postcolonial Achebe to the precolonial Okonkwo is itself projected into the past, so that on the eve of the colonial encounter, before the events of the novel even begin, the greatest warrior in Umuofia already feels towards his own father the shame that the young author seems to have felt at the colonized status of his father=s generation. The violence with which Okonkwo resists the colonizer derives from his >fear of his father=s contemptible life and shameful death= (13); his >whole life was dominated by fear ... the fear of himself, lest he should be found to resemble his father= (9B10). Okonkwo suffers the shame of colonialism before the fact.
Okonkwo both fulfils Achebe=s need for an ancestor and suffers from that need. At the same time, the author deliberately takes his distance from Okonkwo. Achebe answers the question >Who is my ancestor?= by creating a hero who not only rejects his own father but also kills his son. Indeed Things Fall Apart displays a fascination with child-murder that can only be described as obsessive. When the clan is divided in its response to the missionaries, Okonkwo responds with fury: he grabs his convert son Nwoye by the neck and threatens to kill him (107). He wants to seize his matchet and >wipe out the entire vile and miscreant gang,= including his son (108). He tells his five other sons, >If you turn against me when I am dead I will visit you and break your neck= (122). Okonkwo=s reaction is of a piece with his filicidal behaviour since the beginning. He has always been a domestic tyrant. Long before the coming of the missionaries, he threatens to break Nwoye=s jaw (23): >I will not have a son who cannot hold up his head in the gathering of the clan. I would sooner strangle him with my own hands= (24). Of course, Okonkwo actually does kill a son: at the emotional centre of the novel is the death of Ikemefuna, the boy who calls Okonkwo father. Ikemefuna=s death has been ordered by the Oracle, but Okonkwo=s direct participation in the killing is a form of obedience abhorrent to the gods, >the kind of action for which the goddess wipes out whole families= (47). Arguably, the murder-sacrifice of Ikemefuna brings down upon Umuofia all the unhappy events that follow. Shortly afterwards, at the funeral of the oldest man in the village, Okonkwo accidentally kills the elder=s sixteen-year-old son, a crime for which he is banished from the clan for a fateful seven years. The critic Kalu Ogbaa sees in the accident not just an uncanny repetition but a divine punishment: >Blood has been spilt and it should be redeemed with blood= (Gods, Oracles, 40) . It is Okonkwo=s participation in Ikemefuna=s death that so alienates his natural son, Nwoye, that the latter heeds the missionaries= call to forsake father and mother for Jesus sake (108).
Such obsessive acting out invites us to trace the outlines of an original trauma. Critics have assumed that colonial conquest represents a collective trauma passed down through subtle and often unconscious means from one generation to the next so that even those, like Achebe, who do not becoming african and the death of ikemefuna 777 university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 remember the original coming of the white man will inherit the wound inflicted when things fell apart. But the excess of Achebe=s novel, its obsession with child-murder, suggests that the novel is concerned with something other than the usual understanding of colonialism. According to Achebe=s own account, the character of Okonkwo is not based on personal experience. Ezenwa-Ohaeto=s biography of the author reminds us that Achebe=s father=s conversion to Christianity was relatively peaceful and relations between Isaiah Achebe and his non-Christian relatives were based on tolerance. Achebe says, >If anyone likes to believe that I was torn by spiritual agonies or stretched on the rack of my ambivalence, he certainly may suit himself. I do not remember any undue stress= (>Named for Victoria,= 23). Of course, the claim not to remember can be interpreted as denial, and the absence of signs of stress may be the mark of the stress=s severity. But why does the novel return to filicide, which would suggest an unresolved rancour on the author=s part not against the foreign invader but against the progenitor? Similar critical problems haunt other postcolonial texts that have achieved canonical status. Although regularly read as dealing with the trauma of slavery, the past moment that cannot but must be faced in Toni Morrison=s Beloved is, as in Achebe=s novel, a parent=s killing of a child.
Is there a personal trauma of Achebe=s that we can identify? Achebe repeatedly returns in interviews and essays to one particular incident B or, better said, to an unfolding process that he narrates as if it were a single incident. That event is the young Achebe=s realization that the books he enjoyed reading and that inspired him with the desire to be a storyteller were actually leading him away from his own history and from himself. Much has been made in postcolonial literary histories of Achebe=s need to write back to the empire. He himself has repeatedly attributed his original motivation as a writer to the experience as a university student of reading Joyce Cary=s caricature of Nigeria, Mister Johnson (Home, 22B26). Achebe=s denunciation of Conrad=s racism is justly famous (>An Image of Africa=). When he was exposed to the depiction of Africa in English literature, the young Achebe learned that >There is such a thing as absolute power over narrative. Those who secure this privilege for themselves can arrange stories about others pretty much where, and as, they like. Just as in corrupt, totalitarian regimes, those who exercise power over others can do anything= (Home, 24). Let us note, however, that in Achebe=s several accounts of his vocation as a writer, there are always two moments: the sense of betrayal, when stories are discovered to lie, follows an earlier moment of delight in story. Achebe transferred to the study of English from medicine at the University of Ibadan because >the realm of stories= would not let him go (21). As frequently as he has spoken of his need to correct colonial misrepresentation, recover a story that has not been told, and restore full humanity to those to whom it has been denied, Achebe has declared that he would have become a storyteller even if he had never read Conrad and Cary (38B39) . We have here a dual inspiration: the wonder of literature and the sense of betrayal when literature is discovered to lie. The first is associated with a youthful innocence that does not recognize the division of the world into things belonging to the self and things belonging to others, and the latter with a growing consciousness of oppression, his own and his people=s, which demands that the things that are his be reclaimed and honoured. When Achebe imagines the past before he was born, these are his two inspirations, yet they seem to him opposed and each inspiration dangerously incomplete.
I want to suggest that at the heart of Things Fall Apart, and underwriting the tragedy, is this self-division of Achebe=s, which is central both to his identity and to his vocation as a writer. The trauma at the heart of Things Fall Apart is not the moment when Africa was colonized and lost its Africanness but rather the moment when the world lost its wholeness for the young Achebe B when he lost his innocence, ceased to regard the world as a source of delight with himself at the centre, and learned instead to identify himself as African with a duty to set right the representation of Africa.
In order to imagine the time before he was born, Achebe has filtered the communal past through personal memories. He tells the story of colonialism as a story of patriarchs and children, rather than, say, as a tragic love story or as a satire, because he is directly inspired by two kinds of personal experience: memories of being a child and memories of his pagan relatives who, when he knew them, tended to be old men. Childhood Achebe remembers with a glow and a sense of wonder associated with the discovery of the natural world. Village elders, on the other hand, summon the child to a particular inheritance: they teach that some of the things in the world around him belong to him more than other things do. Which came first, the patriarch or the child? In one sense, of course, the elder did: without him and his generation the child would not be here. In another sense, however, the child precedes his grandfather. He has had to learn that the world with himself at the centre has not always been what it is now and that it has been gravely wounded. The child who knows himself to be at the centre of the world may actually be closer to the precolonial experience, when Umuofia was at the centre of its own world, than the old man who feels the world has become radically decentred. This sense of the centrality of childhood reflects a fertile contradiction built into Igbo cosmology. As Achebe tells Michel Fabre, in traditional Igbo society >legitimacy is with the elders, the ancestors, with tradition and age= (50). However, the Igbos also have another notion, that children are the reincarnations of ancestors. Achebe tells Jonathan Cott that >In the past, our people, when a child was born, would go to a diviner, to find out which of our ancestors it was who had come again. They went back and said, AWell, who=s this newcomer, this man=s father or this man=s grandfather?@ So this child was not new. And once they established who this child was, they gave him all that respect= (86); >if there is a constant coming and going between us and the world of the ancestors, which is what my people believe, then it=s in fact the child who can tell you about that world since it=s coming from there B it=s not the old man who=s going there but the child who=s coming from there= (87). The possibility of reincarnation explains why Achebe himself might feel closer to a grandfather than to his father, but it also establishes the possibility that the child is closer to the centre of the Igbo world than is the adult defender of that world.
The tragic world of Things Fall Apart is, in ways that have gone unremarked by critics, the continent of childhood. We are told that >Darkness held a vague terror for these people, even the bravest among them,= and this fear of the dark is especially acute among children: >Children were warned not to whistle at night for fear of evil spirits= (7). These fears are real but simple and of a piece with the raw, emotion-filled world of childhood. Other emotions are felt as strongly. On moonlit nights, the >happy voices of children playing in open fields= would be heard: >And perhaps those not so young would be playing in pairs in less open places, and old men and women would remember their youth= (7). Youth not age represents the deepest truth of the self. The cycle of the seasons, especially the rains and the harmattan, is described not so much in terms of work patterns B planting, harvesting, building B as in sensuous terms, according to how it makes itself felt by the bodies of children. The first rains fall as >large, solid drops of frozen water that the people called Athe nuts of the water of heaven@= (92). These are >hard and painful on the body,= yet >young people ran about happily picking up the cold nuts and throwing them into their mouths to melt= (92). As the rains begin >to fall more soberly and in smaller liquid drops, children sought for shelter, and all were happy, refreshed and thankful= (92) . When the rains >poured down in such thick sheets of water that earth and sky seemed merged in one grey wetness= and it >was uncertain whether the low rumbling of Amadiora=s thunder came from above or below,= >children sat around their mother=s cooking fire telling stories, or with their father in his obi warming themselves from a log fire, roasting and eating maize= (24). When the rains lose their severity, >Children no longer stayed indoors but ran about singing=:
>The rain is falling, the sun is shining, Alone Nnadi is cooking and eating.= (25) The novel describes both the renewal of the seasons and the language associated with the seasons as if they were newly discovered. When the dry season comes, >The rain became lighter and lighter until it fell in slanting showers. Sometimes the sun shone through the rain and a light breeze blew. It was a gay and airy kind of rain. The rainbow began to appear, and 780 neil ten kortenaar university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 sometimes two rainbows, like a mother and her daughter, the one young and beautiful, and the other an old and faint shadow. The rainbow was called the python of the sky= (116). Children love the harvest season, at the end of the rains, when they accompany their parents to the fields, helping in small ways to carry yams or firewood, because >roasted yam soaked in red palm-oil and eaten in the open farm was sweeter than any meal at home= (43). Young Ezinma, however, does not like to dig up cassava when the leaves are still wet, for she dislikes >cold water dropping= on her back (116).
Throughout the first two-thirds of the book, we see almost nothing of war, and little of work, the realms in which Okonkwo excels; the focus is instead on the domestic hearth and on the ilo, the village square. The descriptions of work B the preparation of seed yams (23); the plaiting of palm branches to cover the walls (39); the digging up of cassava (116) B do not emphasize the strength of Okonkwo=s arm so much as the social aspects of work: the satisfactions of communal effort and the teaching of skills to the younger generation. Most of the narrated events, however, are set in >the carefree season between harvest and planting= (20B21), a period of enforced idleness. The child, for whom everything is equally new, experiences this period as a time of eating, music, and laughter. The Feast of the New Yam, in particular, is a time of great rejoicing, especially, it would seem, for women and children. The women paint the walls and huts and then themselves with camwood, >drawing beautiful black patterns on their stomachs and on their backs=: >The children were also decorated, especially their hair, which was shaved in beautiful patterns= (27) . Children=s play, their quarrels, seemingly without significance, and even their work B they pluck chickens, build fires, fetch water, chase cocks, and care for goats B are given almost as much attention as the debates and discussions of their elders. In his description of major social functions, Achebe draws our attention to the young boys who self-importantly carry a stool for their fathers (33). When Ekwefi cooks a meal, we see it through the eyes of tenyear-old Ezinma, >who was always surprised that her mother could lift a pot from the fire with her bare hands= (29): >AEkwefi,@ she said, Ais it true that when people are grown up, fire does not burn them?@= (29). Achebe devotes almost as much space to the goat who steals a yam (30) as he does to the planting of the yams (24). Okonkwo=s daughters, Ezinma and Obiageli, close in age, compete for their parents= (and the readers=) attention: Ezinma, her father=s favourite, tells on Obiageli for having broken her pot (32), and Obiageli teasingly calls Ezinma >salt= because she does not like water (116).
Children, of course, are not without cares, the result of the pressures put on them by adults, and Achebe devotes a great deal of space to the crises of childhood. Nwoye, Ikemefuna, and Ezinma, whose childhood innocence is threatened and, in the case of the brothers, even obliterated, each appear on more pages of the novel than do any of the men in the clan apart from Okonkwo. The momentousness of the crisis that erupts at the end of the becoming african and the death of ikemefuna 781 university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 novel when the clan=s leaders are imprisoned by the colonial authorities is conveyed by its disruption of the activities of young people: >It was the time of the full moon. But that night the voice of children was not heard. The village ilo where they always gathered for a moon-play was empty. The women of Iguedo did not meet in their secret enclosure to learn a new dance to be displayed later to the village. Young men who were always abroad in the moonlight kept their huts that night. Their manly voices were not heard on the village paths as they went to visit their friends and lovers= (139).
Achebe=s association of precolonial harmony with childhood is a common one. When Ngugi wa Thiong=o imagines the world before it was disrupted by colonialism, he too goes back to his experience as a child, before he began school: >The home and the field were then our pre-primary school but what is important, for this discussion, is that the language of our evening teach-ins, and the language of our immediate and wider community, and the language of our work in the fields were one= (11). But then the young Ngugi >went to school, a colonial school, and this harmony was broken= (11). The organic precolonial whole was not lost for good at the moment of colonialism, but is broken anew every time a child goes off to school.
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The emphasis on childhood accounts for two of the stylistic features of Things Fall Apart most commonly attributed to orality and to Africanness: the abundance of proverbs and the presence of folktales. Proverbs, whose authority among the people of Umuofia derives from their familiarity and their association with the hoary and the well-worn, acquire in Achebe=s text the force of original metaphors, which is also the force they have for children. Achebe=s interest in the child=s consciousness accounts for the novel=s recounting of the folktales of Vulture and Sky; Tortoise and the Birds; and Mosquito and Ear. The novel makes clear that these are stories told by mothers to children. Adult men do not bother with such stories. Folktales are central to the culture in the sense that they are the primary means of teaching children about words and the world and they are familiar to everyone, yet they are marginal in terms of cultural authority among adults: folktales are what the adult male is supposed to have outgrown. In its own delight in folktale, the narratorial consciousness comes closest to that of young Nwoye, who delights in the metaphorical energy of language:
of a different clan. Nwoye remembered this period very vividly till the end of his life. He even remembered how he had laughed when Ikemefuna told him that the proper name for a corn-cob with only a few scattered grains was eze-agadinwayi, or the teeth of an old woman. Nwoye=s mind had gone immediately to Nwayieke, who lived near the udala tree. She had about three teeth and was always smoking her pipe. (25) When repeating the child=s rhyme about Nnadi quoted above, Nwoye wonders >who Nnadi was and why he should live all by himself= (25), just as later he will wonder why twins must die. Such questions are the mark of childhood, Achebe tells Cott: >Children always ask the same questions: Who made the world? How come some people are suffering? Who made death? And to think that we have moved on to more Aadult@ subject matters is simply self-deception= (Cott, 83) .
This novel, heavily coloured by memories of childhood, is about a man who has drawn a line across his own childhood and obliterated it. We are first introduced to Okonkwo in a retrospective reference to the moment that he first commanded public attention, when, as a young man of eighteen, he threw Amalinze the Cat in a wrestling match. Since then he has earned fame as a warrior and a leader. When the novel opens he is over forty and there are almost no references to the time before he first became his public image. He boasts that he began to fend for himself >at an age when most people still suck at their mothers= breast= (16). Impatient with what he regards as his son Nwoye=s irresponsibility, he erupts: >You think you are still a child. I began to own a farm at your age= (23). Okonkwo is so successful that it is difficult even for his contemporaries to imagine him as a small boy: >looking at a king=s mouth ... one would think he never sucked at his mother=s breast= (19). He has made his neighbours all but forget the weakness of his father: >As the elders said, if a child washed his hands he could eat with kings. Okonkwo had clearly washed his hands and so he ate with kings and elders= (6).
Okonkwo, however, cannot forget his father as easily as his neighbours do: somewhere he remembers the dirty hands of the child. The traits that most define him, his rages, his ambition, his self-reliance, all have their origins in the childhood he denies: >Even as a little boy he had resented his father=s failure and weakness, and even now he still remembered how he had suffered when a playmate had told him that his father was agbala,= a woman (10). And so Okonkwo came to be ruled by a single passion: >to hate everything that his father Unoka had loved,= among which are the qualities of gentleness and idleness associated with women but also with children (10). Serge Leclaire writes, >Each of us carries with him throughout his life a part of the turmoil of his progenitors= unconscious secrets, and the turmoil occasioned by the feminine part of the father is not the least persistent= (77; emphasis mine). Okonkwo never was a child because his father never became a man. Since he never took even the first of the series of titles that mark male status in Umuofia, Unoka can be said never to have left childhood.
4 Yet, as Angela Smith notes, the novel displays some sympathy for Unoka, the man who refuses to grow up (15-16). Unoka is in tune with the seasons not as a farmer but as a child, delighting in the physical sensations provoked by meteorological change: >he loved this season of the year, when the rains had stopped and the sun rose every morning with dazzling beauty. And it was not too hot either, because the cold and dry harmattan wind was blowing down from the north= (4). Unoka loved the way >Old men and children would then sit round log fires, warming their bodies= (4). His delight in >the first kites that returned with the dry season, and the children who sang songs of welcome to them= prompts him to >remember his own childhood, how he had often wandered around looking for a kite sailing leisurely against the blue sky. As soon as he found one he would sing with his whole being, welcoming it back from its long, long journey, and asking it if it had brought home any lengths of cloth= (4). Unoka=s fondness for childhood and his flute-playing, when his face would beam >with blessedness and peace= (4), ally him with the authorial consciousness of the novel. In what is surely a figure for the novelist=s own art, Unoka manifests a sensibility that allows him to >hear in his mind=s ear the blood-stirring and intricate rhythms of the ekwe and the udu and the ogene, and he could hear his own flute weaving in and out of them, decorating them with a colourful and plaintive tune. The total effect was gay and brisk, but if one picked out the flute as it went up and down and then broke up into short snatches, one saw that there was sorrow and grief there= (5).
Unoka shares the author=s own delight in words and story, and even his tragic sensibility. Unoka is also, however, a debtor without the means or even the intention of repaying. He is as afraid of work as he is of blood, and he relies on the generosity of others to feed his family. He is a >coward= (5) such as Northrop Frye describes: >In the Aecstatic@ heroic society one=s life is in one=s loyalties: to die bravely in battle is still, in a very real sense, to preserve one=s essential life. The coward feels that the centre of life is not in his leader or society but in himself. He is feared as well as despised, because unless his behaviour is shouted down with contempt and ridicule there will be a slight suggestion about it of sanity in the midst of hysteria= (83B84). In spite of the sympathetic way in which Unoka is portrayed, it is safe to say that Achebe, like Okonkwo, deplores this fictional ancestor=s sloth and indebtedness. We know this because of the moralistic way in which Achebe reads Amos Tutuola=s 1952 novel The Palm-Wine Drinkard, or rather the way in which he misreads it.
Achebe reads Tutuola=s wonderfully imaginative tale against the grain, as a stern moral fable in which the hero learns that he must forsake his pleasure-seeking ways and work for a living. According to Achebe, the palm-wine drinkard=s fault is that >he attempted to subvert the order of things and put play in the place of work= (>Work and Play,= 73). He has >an appetite which knows no limit or boundary= (73), and he must learn both. The drinkard=s adventures, according to Achebe, change >him from a social parasite to a leader and a teacher whose abiding gift to his people is to create the condition in which they can overcome want and reliance on magic and return to the arts of agriculture and husbandry= (75) . This is a strangely Puritan reading of Tutuola, who does indeed say that work is an unfortunate necessity and suffering is inescapable, but who sees no virtue in this harsh reality and who values eating, singing, drumming, and dancing as what make life worth living. While it is true that, in Tutuola=s novel, feasting always ends, it is not true, as Achebe the critic suggests, that work is rewarded. On the contrary, drought and famine in The Palm-Wine Drinkard are brought on by insatiable monsters, who must be outwitted and killed, or by Heaven=s displeasure, which must be placated by sacrifice.
Tutuola=s picaresque trickster tale can imagine no greater delight than feasting, no worse suffering than drought and famine, and no greater evil than a greed that threatens to consume everything and leave nothing for others.
5 The palm-wine drinkard delights in a magical egg that on command can feed the whole world: >it produced food and drinks for each of these people, so that everyone of them who had not eaten for a year, ate and drank to his satisfaction= (121). The worst evil in such a world is to spoil food or deprive others. Two images of particular horror in Tutuola are the baby who eats his family out of house and home (36) and the creature that cries >hungry-hungry-hungry= (108). The palm-wine drinkard=s insufficiently appreciative neighbours break his magic egg, so he repairs it and commands it to produce instead a million whips with which to flog them.
One would imagine that if anybody understood Tutuola=s love for feasting and fear of famine, it would be Achebe, who later wrote a version of the story of the magic feast as a children=s book called The Drum.
6 This is how Things Fall Apart conveys the pleasure associated with the Feast of the New Yam:
Yam foo-foo and vegetable soup was the chief food in the celebration. So much of it was cooked that, no matter how heavily the family ate or how many friends and relations they invited from neighbouring villages, there was always a huge quantity of food left over at the end of the day. The story was always told of a wealthy man who set before his guests a mound of foo-foo so high that those who sat on one side could not see what was happening on the other, and it was not until late in the evening that one of them saw for the first time his in-law who had arrived during the course of the meal and had fallen to on the other side. It was only then they exchanged greetings and shook hands over what was left of the food. (26) A man who seeks the respect of others must work hard, but also share his wealth liberally with others. Late in the novel an entire chapter is consecrated to the feast that Okonkwo throws for his maternal relatives to thank them for taking him in during his exile: >And so three goats were slaughtered and a number of fowls. It was like a wedding feast. There was foo-foo and bitter-leaf soup and pots and pots of palm-wine= (117).
The delight in feasting, in Achebe as in Tutuola, is directly related to the horror of drought and famine. Achebe tells the tale of >the quarrel between Earth and Sky,= when >Sky withheld rain for seven years, until crops withered and the dead could not be buried because the hoes broke on the stony Earth= (38). Misfortune has it that, when Sky relented and sent rain, it fell in a great flood >as it had never fallen before= (38). Rain also fell >as it had never fallen before= (17) when Okonkwo began farming as a young man. At that time the disastrous flood came hard on the heels of a drought, >more fierce than it had ever been known,= when the >earth burned like hot 786 neil ten kortenaar university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 coals and roasted all the yams that had been sown= (17). One farmer hanged himself in despair, and Okonkwo >remembered that tragic year with a cold shiver throughout the rest of his life= (17).
As in Tutuola=s world, evil involves hogging or wasting food. Achebe retells with obvious relish the story of the great feast in heaven, notable for its bounty and for the trickery by which Tortoise claimed >the best part of the food= and drink for himself (69). Such greed receives the comeuppance it deserves, however, when the birds whom Tortoise has cheated punish him. A tale that Ezinma begins to tell also has the theme of the glutton who eats in private: >Once upon a time there was a great famine in the land of the animals. Everybody was lean except Cat, who was fat and whose body shone as if oil was rubbed on it= (70).
Tutuola=s novel is very close in spirit to the trickster tales that Nwoye loved to listen to until he was forbidden to do so by his father. Lewis Hyde argues that trickster stories should be read as providing >invigorating experiences of transgression, salutary dunkings in advance= (268). Achebe, in spite of his obvious emotional closeness to the trickster=s world of feast and famine, greed and bounty, cosmic anger and cosmic mercy, condemns the palm-wine drinkard for being driven by appetites, and argues instead that Tutuola has written a >prophylactic= narrative, >meant to show transgression so that people will avoid it= (Hyde, 268) .
Critical misreadings are themselves illuminating. When Achebe defends The Palm-Wine Drinkard to his students in Africa, who consider it crude and childish and unworthy of >the serious attention of adults like themselves,= he feels he must argue that Tutuola is in fact >the most moralistic of all Nigerian writers= (>Work and Play,= 68). According to Achebe, Tutuola teaches that >play, though a necessary restorative, is not only a temporary but even an illusory escape from the reality of waking life which is work with its attendant pain and suffering= (73). Achebe deliberately does not invoke in defence of Tutuola the >misguided,= even dangerous notion that literature >should be enjoyed for its own sake= (68), even though an objective reading of The Palm-Wine Drinkard would have to say the novel has the serious moral purpose of celebrating the healthy and humane value of play in all its forms.
The Achebe who urges a return to >agriculture and husbandry= and thus misreads Tutuola sounds like no one so much as Okonkwo. Okonkwo fears enjoyment. To be sure, he is a >good eater and he could drink one or two fairly big gourds of palm-wine= B a measure of a man=s worth that Tutuola and Achebe both recognize B but he >could never become as enthusiastic over feasts as most people= and >would be very much happier working on his farm= (27) . Indeed the communal celebrations that the novel revels in tend to be the occasions when Okonkwo suffers his worst rages. He loses his temper and beats one of his wives during the Week of Peace (21). Suffering from >suppressed anger= during the Feast of the New Yam, when becoming african and the death of ikemefuna 787 university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 everyone around him looks forward to laughing and eating and there is no work to distract him, he severely beats and even tries to shoot Ekwefi, his favourite wife (27). For a man like Okonkwo, inclined to believe that the world is in decline and that wisdom lies in returning to the ancients, the end of the year does not mark a time of relaxation and enjoyment of the harvest but >a time when everything in the cosmos is run-down and sluggish, overcome by an accumulation of defilement and pollution= (Horton, 247) . He kills Ikemefuna during the same period, shortly after a swarm of locusts has interrupted all tasks and provided Umuofia with an unexpected bounty. Okonkwo is in his obi, >crunching happily with Ikemefuna and Nwoye, and drinking palm-wine copiously,= when Ezeudu brings him the news that the Oracle has called for the sacrifice of Ikemefuna (40). Okonkwo decides, against Ezeudu=s advice, to join the party of executioners: he has always ostentatiously defined himself as the man who attends to the call of duty. Okonkwo hates >the season of rest between the harvest and the next planting season= when there is no work to do and there is too much time to think (45). After the death of Ikemefuna, Okonkwo=s guilt is made worse because he has finished all the work he can think to do: >If only he could find some work to do he would be able to forget= (45), a line repeated like an obsession three pages later: >If he had killed Ikemefuna during the busy planting season or harvesting it would not have been so bad; his mind would have been centred on his work= (48).
Okonkwo dismisses tales about animal tricksters like Tortoise as >women=s stories= (38, 53) and insists on telling his sons >stories of the land B masculine stories of violence and bloodshed= (37). However, Achebe=s own novel, as we have already noted, does not embrace Okonkwo=s standards. The only feats of masculine strength that Achebe=s narrative recounts with the same pleasure as folktales are wrestling matches (3, 36) . Okonkwo tells his sons about stalking victims and obtaining >his first human head= (38), but the novel itself is silent about such events to the point that readers have trouble reconciling Okonkwo=s bloodthirstiness with the tone of the novel of which he is the hero.
Achebe=s laconic comment on the success Okonkwo achieves as a farmer and a warrior is: >And that was how he came to look after the doomed lad who was sacrificed to the village of Umuofia= (6). Ikemefuna came to Umuofia at the age of fifteen from Mbaino, a neighbouring clan, as compensation for the murder of a woman of Okonkwo=s clan. The boy is killed three years later, that is, at the very age at which Okonkwo himself once defeated Amalinze the Cat and claimed the status of manhood. Okonkwo, the man who has never known childhood, becomes foster-father and eventually executioner of an >ill-fated lad= who never leaves childhood (6).
When he first comes to Umuofia, Ikemefuna tries to run away, refuses to eat, and asks, >When shall I go home?= (20). Since he is literally the prisoner of people bigger than himself, Ikemefuna is often afraid. Okonkwo, 788 neil ten kortenaar university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 suspicious of childhood, stands over the boy with >a big stick in his hand= (20) . Eventually, the boy accepts his foster family as his own and has trouble remembering anything else. His original home, his birth-mother and his sister, who will always remain three years old B her age when he left (42) B have become >remote and vague in his imagination= (27) . He resembles nothing so much as an ogbanje, one of the spirit children whose home is in another world to which, however much they are loved in this world, they inevitably return. This spirit-child, however, is not one who dies repeatedly but one who is killed over and over: Ikemefuna >remembered once when men had talked in low tones with his father; and it seemed now as if it was happening all over again= (40B41).
As Ikemefuna is led away, unsuspecting, he >felt like a child once more= (43). Somewhere nearby the noise of ekwe drums can be heard, marking the feasting and dancing as a man takes a status title and joins the elders (41). Two people are leaving behind the world of not-yet men at the same moment, one to join the world of men and the other to die. The sacrifice of Ikemefuna enacts in literal fashion the psychic death of the child performed when the self enters adulthood. Ikemefuna, never allowed to become a man, will remain the puer eternus, the eternal youth. Certainly this is the role he plays in the imagination of Nwoye, his foster-brother, who, we are told in one of the novel=s very few allusions to a future after the events of the story, >remembered this period very vividly till the end of his life= (25). Ikemefuna, originally from elsewhere, embodies the essential foreignness of the child that reminds the community of its own unnaturalness. The child is foreign precisely because he makes no distinctions between those things that are his and those that are not. Ikemefuna moves with ease between the world of women and that of Okonkwo. Although he listens to his foster father=s stories of war, he himself has >an endless stock of folk tales= (25). While his capacity for work pleases Okonkwo, Ikemefuna also delights in play: like Unoka, he fashions >flutes from bamboo stems and even from the elephant grass= (20) .
The actual killing is performed by Okonkwo, who cuts down the boy when he runs to him for protection. Okonkwo had not intended to strike the blow: as Damian Opata points out, he had >withdrawn to the rear= so as not to have to participate directly (Things, 43). But when he accompanied the execution party out of a mistaken sense of duty, the likelihood of his participation might have been foreseen. Okonkwo kills the boy for the same reason that he does everything: >He was afraid of being thought weak= (43). In becoming fully Okonkwo, the son of Unoka has had to throttle a part of himself and be prepared to kill it ever anew. The part he kills is the feminine part, but it is more especially the pregendered whole associated with childhood. Uchendu recalls Okonkwo=s own grief at the loss of a mother: >Okonkwo was only a boy then= (actually he was around eighteen at the time, the age at which Ikemefuna was killed, for this happened thirty years before his exile, and Okonkwo is forty-eight the year of Ikemefuna=s death), and >Uchendu still remembered him crying the traditional farewell: AMother, mother, mother is going@= (91). This one moment of grief, recalled by an elder, not by Okonkwo, associates the great man with the boy he has killed, who also remembers his mother at the moment of his death and whose last words are a call to his putative father (43).
The novel of which Okonkwo is the hero stages the necessary death of childhood and mourns that death. We have here an explanation for the contradiction we discussed at the beginning of this essay. On the one hand, childhood itself is a potentially treacherous image for the African writer. The imperialist gaze, pace Stratton, did not threaten the African colonial subject with feminization so much as with infantilization. Achebe tells Bill Moyers that the West must cease seeing Africa as >a continent of children= (335): >we must look at Africans as full-grown people= (336). On the other hand, Achebe tells Jonathan Cott, >we should return to childhood again and again= (85): >The adult is someone who has seen it all, nothing is new to him. Such a man is to be pitied. The child, on the other hand, is new in the world, and everything is possible to him. The imagination hasn=t been dulled by use and experience= (Cott, 81) . He tells Moyers: >We are weighed down by so much knowledge, so many possessions, so much special interest, that we 790 neil ten kortenaar university of toronto quarterly, volume 73, number 2, spring 2004 lose the flexibility of children= (341). When he speaks of the virtues of childhood, Achebe speaks not of the African child in particular but just of the child. In a sense there is no such thing as an African child for the child has yet to learn he is Igbo or Gikuyu or African. The child is >pure potential crawling among us= (Hyde, 293) .
The ambivalence Achebe expresses with regard to childhood is also his ambivalence with regard to storytelling. He tells Wren about a valuable teacher he had at Government College Umuahia, Adrian P.L. >Apple= Slater, whose strict motto was >Excessive devotion to work is a real danger!= (>Those Magical Years,= 100). Slater set aside times when the students were not allowed to study, indeed were punished for studying, and had to read or play instead: what Achebe found particularly effective >was this business of going to the library and reading anything you liked, whatever you could lay your hands on= (101). Achebe confesses that in high school he took an inappropriate delight in >such treasures= as Treasure Island, Mutiny on the Bounty, Gulliver=s Travels, Ivanhoe, and School for Scandal (Home, 20) . He had been >entranced by the faraway and long-ago worlds of the stories, so different= from the stories of his home and childhood (Home, 21). He tells of discovering the magical power of books:
One of the earliest short stories I wrote was called >Chike=s School Days= and it ended like this: >The first sentences in his New Method Reader were simple enough and yet they filled him with a vague exultation: AOnce there was a wizard. He lived in Africa. He went to China to get a lamp.@ Chike read it over and over again at home and then made a song of it. It was a meaningless song. APeriwinkles@ got into it, and also ADamascus.@ But it was like a window through which he saw in the distance a strange, magical new world. And he was happy.= And so the young African boy enthusiastically opened his heart and mind to the exciting, wider world unfolding around him. That boy was me. (>African Literature,= 7)
The wizard traverses the impossible distance between realms, just as Vulture travels from Earth to Sky to get rain (Things, 38) and Tortoise, that irrepressible trickster, travels to the feast in the sky (68). Rain and feasts are the particular delights of children, as we have seen. Achebe, the boy who loved the story of the wizard who went to China for a lamp, resembles Unoka, who, as a child, would wander around looking for a kite so that he could >sing with his whole being, welcoming it back from its long, long journey, and asking it if it had brought home any lengths of cloth= (4). Achebe tells the Paris Review that he loved Yeats, the poet from whom he took the title Things Fall Apart, because his beautiful poetry >had the same kind of magic about it= as the wizard in the story (>Chinua Achebe,= 149).
The Africa of the wizard is >the realm of stories,= which Achebe says has never let him go (Home, 21). Elsewhere, however, he is critical of the story in his childhood reader for having placed Africa in a >remote, no man=s land
